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Argentine President Carlos Saul Menem has much riding on winning his bid for re-election in
the first round of general elections, which are scheduled for May 12. The Argentine economy,
suffering from the ripple effect of Mexico's economic crisis, could be in greater difficulty by the
time a runoff election takes place, which would seriously hurt Menem's chances. In addition, if
Menem does not win on the first ballot, his opponents' would likely join forces in an effort to defeat
him. Meanwhile, the major opposition candidates are trying to focus voter attention on the shaky
economic situation to prevent Menem's first-round re-election. Menem is pulling out all stops to
avert further repercussions of Mexico's financial crisis before the elections (see NotiSur, 02/23/95
and 03/16/95).
In a move many analysts consider politically risky, the government announced on March 14 that
it was raising taxes to win an International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan aimed at preventing further
deterioration of the Argentine economy. Earlier, Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo had rejected
a tax increase. "Raising taxes makes economic activity slump and increases tax evasion," he said in
February. However, after meeting with IMF officials, the government agreed to several measures
including reimposing a 3% import tax and increasing the value-added tax in exchange for the US
$2 billion IMF loan. With the loan, the government hopes to dispel investors' fears of a devaluation
of the peso or serial bank collapses. A major boost to Menem, who leads the Partido Justicialista
(Peronista), has been the fragmentation of the political opposition.
The Union Civica Radical (UCR), led by former president Raul Alfonsin (1983-1989) traditionally the
country's strongest opposition party has been plagued by internal divisions since Alfonsin made
a pact with Menem in December 1993 to support constitutional changes that paved the way for
Menem to run for reelection (see NotiSur, 06/10/95). After a bitter party campaign, last November
the UCR chose Horacio Massaccesi, governor of Rio Negro, as its presidential candidate. On March
1, Massaccesi said if he wins he will create a "government of national salvation" to confront "the
country's economic, social, and institutional crisis." Massaccesi has accused Menem of "messianic"
tendencies and his administration of being "more monarchy than democracy." However, Massaccesi
has considerable opposition within the UCR, and several prominent UCR politicians have defected
to the center-left coalition Frente para un Pais Solidario (FREPASO), the most notable being Dante
Caputo, foreign minister during Alfonsin's administration.
Massaccesi's campaign manager, Cesar Jaroslavsky, admitted on Feb. 23 that the UCR candidate
lacked the support of some sectors within the party "who put their personal preferences ahead
of the good of the party and the country." Jaroslavsky was roundly criticized after saying publicly
in late February that Menem would probably win on the first ballot. The in-fighting has caused
consternation among party leadership. "Those of us whose thinking is similar are the ones who
fight the most in this country," said Alfonsin. "That is a serious error because we have to unite the
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progressive sectors to save the Republic." Since Alfonsin signed the pact with Menem, the UCR's
strength has eroded, and some analysts predict that in the coming elections FREPASO could emerge
as the second strongest political force in the country. If FREPASO overtakes the UCR in the election,
it will end a 50-year period of bipartisan control of national politics by the Peronists and the UCR.
The largest political component in the FREPASO coalition, the Frente Grande, has had its own
internal problems. The Frente Grande was founded in 1992 by Peronist dissidents Carlos "Chacho"
Alvarez and Fernando "Pino" Solanas. However, the two parted ways after Solanas accused Alvarez
of being too uncritical of Menem's economic policies. In February, Solanas made the split formal,
and announced that he would run for president under the banner of the Corriente Grande, the
wing of the Frente Grande that he headed. The Corriente Grande coalition will also include the
communist party Movimiento Popular Frentista and the Democracia Avanzada. Solanas's platform
is based on opposition to the implementation of the present neoliberal economic model, which was
designed by Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo.
"Even US Ambassador James Cheek sought to reassure the big business interests, saying whichever
of the three slates Menem, Massaccesi, or FREPASO that wins, the continuation of the neoliberal
model is safe," Solanas said. Meanwhile, FREPASO held its primary election on Feb. 27, in which
all Argentines could participate, and elected Senator Jose Octavio Bordon of the state of Mendoza
to head its slate, with "Chacho" Alvarez as his running mate. The selection of Bordon, also a former
Peronist, further blurs the differences among the leading candidates, since Bordon is considered
more moderate than Alvarez. Before the primary, Alvarez said Bordon "is more center-right, while
I am more center-left." Regardless of labels, Bordon had a reputation of independence even before
his formal split with the Peronists. He turned down a cabinet post with Menem's government in
1989, and opposed the constitutional amendment allowing Menem to run for re-election.
Nevertheless, the platforms of the UCR and FREPASO do not differ radically from Menem's.
Both opposition parties concentrate on the social costs of the neoliberal model, including 12.2%
unemployment, but neither rejects the model. If Menem fails to win on the first ballot, it is likely that
the UCR and FREPASO will unite for the runoff, which could pose a serious challenge to Menem.
Less likely, but possible, is that the UCR, faced with declining popularity and lack of solid support
among party members for their own candidate, could decide that its priority is stopping Menem
and join forces with FREPASO before the first round. However, some analysts predict that the UCR,
rather than forming an alliance with FREPASO, will form a post-election pact with the Peronists, in
which the UCR would support government policies in exchange for political concessions.
None of the candidates at this point poses a serious threat to Menem, and recent polls put him
comfortably ahead of his opponents. A March 1 poll by the polling firm Centro de Estudios de la
Opinion Publica (CEOP) gave Menem 37%, Massaccesi 27% and FREPASO 18%. A March 13 poll by
the pollster Julio Aurelio, published by the daily La Nacion, gave Menem 40.3%; FREPASO 22.5%
and the UCR 14.1%. To win on the first round, Menem needs 45% of the vote, or 40% with a 10point lead over his nearest rival. Several other candidates are also on the ballot. Among them is the
octogenarian former dictator, retired Gen. Juan Carlos Ongania (1966-1970).
Ongania was placed under two weeks house arrest in February by the military after he called the
present government "the most corrupt in Argentina's history." He also said, referring to Menem,
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"There is no doubt he is genuine, genuine is his disorder, in his ideas, and he will not be held
responsible because he is so genuinely inept." Ongania is running for the ultranationalist coalition
Frente para la Coincidencia Patriotica, which includes the Partido Nacionalista Constitucional
(PNC), the Democrata Conservador (PADECO), and several other provincial parties. Also running
on the right is Aldo Rico, former military leader of the rebellious Carapintadas who staged an
unsuccessful 1988 uprising against the Alfonsin government. Rico leads the Movimiento por la
Dignidad e Independencia (MODIN). On the far left, Luis Zamora, a Trotskyite, is running for
the Movimiento Socialista de los Trabajadores (MST). [Sources: Inter Press Service, 03/02/05;
Spanish news service EFE, 02/25/95, 02/28/95, 03/05/95, 03/14/95; Reuter, 02/26/95, 02/27/95, 03/12/95,
03/14/95; Agence France-Presse, 02/23/95, 02/24/95, 02/27/95, 03/13/95, 03/20/95, 03/15/95]
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